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The Book of Jonah
Foreshadowings of Jesus as the Christ

David Randall Scott

T

he Old Testament book of Jonah is a remarkable story perhaps best
known for the stubbornness of a prophet, the great fish that swallows and then regurgitates Jonah, the conversion of the whole city of
Nineveh, and the rapid growth and death of a gourd. But this small book
has a much deeper, more powerful message that has been obscured
through the ages: that the Messiah would live and die to make salvation
available to all humankind. This article outlines the parallels between
elements of the book of Jonah and Jesus’s future life, agony, crucifixion,
spirit world ministry, and resurrection.
Symbolic incidents in the book of Jonah are revealed in the New Testament as Jesus explicitly referred to “the sign of Jonah”1 and then fulfilled
its typological allusions. Most prominent is the image of Jonah’s three days
and three nights “in the whale’s belly” being a sign of Jesus’s three days and
three nights “in the heart of the earth” (Matt. 12:40).2 But there are several
additional parallels between Jonah and Jesus. While many scholars, dating
back at least to Hugh of St. Cher (d. 1263),3 have noticed elements in the
book of Jonah that parallel events in the life and mission of Jesus, I have
not found any modern author who lists all the possible elements that may
well foreshadow the life and mission of Christ, although at least half of the
items discussed in this article were identified and written about by Early
Christian Fathers.4 It is not my goal to force a parallel between every part
of the book of Jonah with something in the life and mission of Christ but
rather to point out parallels that appear to have gone unnoticed. All of
these foreshadowings—especially those that seem particularly obvious—
make Jesus’s statement about the sign of Jonah even more meaningful.
BYU Studies Quarterly 53, no. 3 (2014)161
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Jonah as a Dove
Latter-day Saint scholars have noted that all prophets, in a way, are types
of Christ.5 Prophets are known by their fruits and their messages that
lead to Christ, and the book of Jonah is no exception. The name Jonah
in Hebrew means dove. The dove is a symbol of peace, as in Noah’s sending out a dove from the ark, signaling the end of the Flood (Gen. 8:8).
Doves were used for sacrifice at the temple (Lev. 1:14). For Isaiah, the
dove is one who mourns (Isa. 38:14; 59:11). The dove is harmless (Matt.
10:16). The dove is also the “form” in which the Holy Ghost descended
upon Jesus after his baptism, when the Father affirmed that Jesus is his
Son. When Jesus told Pharisees they could look for the sign of Jonah, he
evoked many images of the dove, his baptism, his mission and messiahship, as well as his overcoming death. All of these images may be seen as
pointing to Jesus, his attributes, his sacrifice, and his divine roles.
The History and Purpose of the Book of Jonah
The language, style, and theology of the book of Jonah suggest that it
was most likely written between 450 and 300 BC.6 This range of time
is well past the life of the Old Testament prophet Jonah associated with
the reign of King Jeroboam II in 2 Kings 14:25 (788 BC).7 The author
of the book is unknown. One scholar notes that it is much more useful to ponder about the meaning of the book rather than its authorship and history: “Since the book was considered to provide legitimate
knowledge about Yhwh and Yhwh’s ways, and as such was included
in the accepted repertoire of prophetic books, the communicator must
have been construed as ‘authoritative.’ Had this not been the case, there
would have been no reason to continue studying, copying, reading and
reading to others this text. But the authoritative communicator was certainly not the actual historical author of the book.”8
Much discussion about the book of Jonah has debated whether its
story reflects literal history or not, what the book’s literary form is, and
how its purpose should be understood.9 This article focuses instead on
the book’s typological mode of prophecy of Christ. I propose that the
story of Jonah, whether literal or not, was written in a typological style to
mask the book’s Christ-centered prophecy. Written in this manner, these
prophecies of Jesus’s future life and atonement would have been protected
from censorship by those who might obliterate or obfuscate them.10
As images from the book of Jonah are discussed in the following sections of this article, readers may find it enlightening to remember that
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the Old Testament Jehovah is the premortal Jesus.11 Thus it was Jesus
who interacted with Jonah and created the situations of the story as
prophecies which he himself would later fulfill.
Jonah’s Call to Preach to Gentiles Prefigured
Christ’s Salvation for All
The Israelite Jonah’s attempted flight from the Lord (Jonah 1:3) was motivated by his angry refusal to accept that God in his kindness and mercy
would accept Gentiles into his kingdom (4:1, 4, 9). Jonah’s view that
Gentiles were unworthy of a chance for eternal reward is reflected in
the anger of first-hour laborers Jesus taught about in his New Testament parable of the laborers. In this parable, the first-hour laborers
(Israelites or tribe of Judah) were angry with the householder (the Lord)
for allowing the same pay (eternal reward) to his last-hour laborers
(non-Israelite) (Matt. 19:30; 20:1–16; see also 1 Ne. 13:42). This parable
is itself a prophecy of the coming instruction from the Lord to go out
“and teach all nations” (Matt. 28:19). Not coincidentally in the same port
city of Joppa (Jonah 1:3; Acts 10:5), Peter faced the same issue as Jonah,
being surprised that Gentiles would be welcome in God’s kingdom and
that “in every nation he that feareth [God], and worketh righteousness,
is accepted of him” (Acts 10:35). All of the worldwide missionary work
among Gentile nations, conducted both in the primitive Church and
also in these latter days, can be seen as being foreshadowed in Jonah’s
calling to preach to the foreign people of Nineveh.
Jonah/Jesus Typologies in Jonah 1:3–16
The first chapter of the book of Jonah offers several parallels to Jesus’s
life and ministry.
Going down and paying the fare. Jonah went “down” to Joppa, paid
the fare, and went down into the boat. Likewise, as one may see, Jesus
came “down from heaven” (for example, John 3:13; 6:33), as he became
flesh and would descend below all things. Jonah paid the fare, just as
Jesus paid all that was required to do the will of the Father.
Asleep in a storm-tossed boat. Upon Jonah’s flight from God aboard
a ship sailing to Tarshish, “the Lord sent out a great wind into the sea,
and there was a mighty tempest in the sea, so that the ship was like to be
broken. . . . But Jonah was gone down into the sides of the ship; and he
lay, and was fast asleep” (1:4–5). Jesus, like Jonah, slept on his disciples’
ship despite a violent storm on the Sea of Galilee that threatened to sink
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them, all of which is described with several similar words: “And when
he was entered into a ship, . . . behold, there arose a great tempest in
the sea, insomuch that the ship was covered with the waves: but he was
asleep” (Matt. 8:23–27; see also Mark 4:36–41; Luke 8:22–25).
Awakened with pleadings to save. As the crew fearfully prayed to their
gods, Jonah was awakened by the shipmaster saying, “What meanest
thou, O sleeper? arise, call upon thy God, if so be that God will think
upon us, that we perish not” (1:5–6). Likewise, Jesus’s panicked crew of
disciples awakened him as “the waves beat into the ship, so that it was
now full. And he [Jesus] was in the hinder part of the ship asleep on a
pillow: and they awakened him.” They then said “unto him, Master, carest thou not that we perish?” (Mark 4:37–38; see also Matt. 8:24–25; Luke
8:24). Jesus’s calming the storm showed his power over the elements and
his place as Lord of all the earth, and thus Old Testament prophecies
of the Messiah would plausibly look to this event as very significant in
his life.
The reaction of great fear on the part of all aboard the ship to Tarshish also prefigures the great fear that many people felt as they witnessed
the powerful events in the life of Jesus, especially at the time of the
Crucifixion: prominent people of Jerusalem were alarmed about Jesus’s
miraculous power and feared him; Pilate was fearful of potential rioting;
the Roman soldiers “feared greatly” (Matt. 27:54); the disciples, especially Peter, were also fearful.12 Everyone involved with the crucifixion
was fearful—except Jesus. He knew what he had to do and prevailed
without fear, just as Jonah expressed no fear.
Gentiles failed in their attempts to save either Jonah or Jesus. Jonah,
knowing he was the cause of the life-threatening storm, volunteered to
sacrifice his life (as a type of Christ’s sacrifice to save humankind) to save
the Gentile crew and their ship. He told the crew to “take me up and cast
me forth into the sea; so shall the sea be calm unto you” (1:12). But rather
than cast Jonah overboard, the Gentile crew “rowed hard to bring it to
the land; but they could not: for the sea wrought, and was tempestuous
against them” (1:13). In a similar manner, the Gentile Roman praefectus
Pontius Pilate and his wife attempted to save Jesus. Pilate’s wife said to
him as he sat in judgment of Jesus, “Have thou nothing to do with that
just man: for I have suffered many things this day in a dream because of
him” (Matt. 27:19; see also Mark 15:15; Luke 23:12–24; John 18:38). “And
from thenceforth Pilate sought to release him” (John 19:12). In the cases
of both Jonah and Jesus, it was Gentiles who failed in their efforts to
preserve them from death.
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Gentiles feared shedding innocent blood. The ship’s crew expressed
their fear of having innocent blood on their hands. “Wherefore [the
crewmen] cried unto the Lord, and said, We beseech thee, O Lord, we
beseech thee, let us not perish for this man’s life, and lay not upon us
innocent blood: for thou, O Lord, hast done as it pleased thee” (1:14).
Pontius Pilate expressed his fear of responsibility for shedding Jesus’s
innocent blood (Matt. 27:17–22, 24). Thus this image from Jonah prophetically foreshadows another detail of Jesus’s first-day ordeal.
Casting lots. At the point of Jonah’s and Jesus’s voluntary sacrifices, both
the Gentile crewmen and the Gentile Roman soldiers cast lots regarding
their victims. Psalm 22:18 also predicted the casting of lots during Jesus’s
time on the cross.13 The purposes of the casting of lots was admittedly
very different in the two cases: for Jonah, it was to determine who was
causing the storm, and for Christ, to divide his raiment.
Being taken up or lifted up. When asked by the crewmen, “What shall
we do unto thee, that the sea may be calm unto us?” Jonah said unto
them, “Take me up, and cast me forth into the sea; so shall the sea be
calm unto you” (1:11–12). Here Jonah decidedly becomes a type of Christ
in his voluntary sacrifice. Jonah’s sacrifice of his own life to save others
parallels Jesus voluntarily allowing himself to be lifted up on the cross.
The concept behind Jonah’s and Jesus’s words is similar. Jesus’s words
were, “And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto me”
(John 12:32). Numerous prophecies emphasize that the coming Messiah would be “lifted up” in being put to death. John refers to Moses’s
serpent: “And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so
must the Son of man be lifted up” (John 3:14–15). The prophet Enoch
“beheld the Son of Man lifted up on the cross” (Moses 7:47, 55). Speaking
to the Nephites on the American continent, the resurrected Jesus said,
“And my Father sent me that I might be lifted up upon the cross . . . , that
as I have been lifted up by men even so should men be lifted up by the
Father . . . to be judged of their works” (3 Ne. 27:14). Thus Jonah’s “take
me up and cast me forth” sacrifice image portends and testifies of Jesus
being lifted up in his ultimate, future sacrifice.
Calming the storm. “So they took up Jonah, and cast him forth into
the sea: and the sea ceased from her raging” (1:15). With Jonah’s sacrifice,
Jehovah miraculously calmed the storm. This part of the story noticeably foreshadows the mortal Jesus’s intervention by calming the storm
on Galilee. Jesus’s disciples were desperately trying to save their lives
because “they were filled with water, and were in jeopardy” (Luke 8:23).
Matthew recorded that in the “great tempest . . . the ship was covered
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with the waves” (Matt. 8:24). When the disciples woke Jesus, “he arose,
and rebuked the wind, and said unto the sea, Peace, be still. And the
wind ceased, and there was a great calm” (Mark 4:38–39).
Gentiles praised Jehovah. Seeing the miraculous calming of the sea
following their taking up and casting forth of Jonah, the crew “feared
the Lord” for his power over sea and land (1:9–10, 16) and “offered a
sacrifice unto the Lord, and made vows” (1:16). This animal sacrifice
to the Israelite God Jehovah by these apparently converted Gentiles is
similar to the response of Roman soldiers at the Crucifixion. At the time
of Jesus’s death, Roman soldiers feared and praised Jesus. “Now when
the centurion, and they that were with him, watching Jesus, saw the
earthquake, and those things that were done, they feared greatly, saying,
Truly this was the Son of God” (Matt. 27:51, 54; Mark 15:39). Luke reports
that at Jesus’s death “when the centurion saw what was done, he glorified God, saying, Certainly this was a righteous man” (Luke 23:47–48).
Atonement Images from within the Great Fish in Jonah 1:17–2:10
The parallels between the story told in the book of Jonah and the suffering, death, and resurrection of Christ become even more striking as the
story continues.
Jonah was swallowed into the Lord’s great fish. “Now the Lord had
prepared a great fish to swallow up Jonah. And Jonah was in the belly of
the fish three days and three nights” (1:17). In the belly of Jehovah’s great
fish, Jonah suffered a Gethsemane-like affliction in unfathomable darkness. Such a vivid image of horror brings to mind the graphic answer
this same Lord described to the sorrowful Prophet Joseph Smith while
imprisoned in the Liberty Jail dungeon: “If thou be cast into the deep; if
the billowing surge conspire against thee; if fierce winds become thine
enemy; if the heavens gather blackness, and all the elements combine to
hedge up the way; and above all, if the very jaws of hell shall gape open
the mouth wide after thee, know thou, my son, that all these things shall
give thee experience, and shall be for thy good. The Son of Man hath
descended below them all. Art thou greater than he?” (D&C 122:7–8).
Some scholars propose that the text implies that Jonah was not swallowed by a great fish, but he actually died by drowning in the sea.14 The
great fish may be a metaphor for the leviathan, the mouth of hell, the great
deep, Sheol, and death.15 By this reasoning, the Lord pulled Jonah back
from the watery grave, revived him, and gave him a second chance to
obey. If so, the parallel between Jonah’s experience and Jesus’s three days
in the tomb is even stronger.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol53/iss3/10

6

Scott: The Book of Jonah: Foreshadowings of Jesus as the Christ
Jonah: Foreshadowings of Jesus V 167

One scholar notes, “Some later Jewish interpretations describe
Jonah’s stay in the fish in imaginative detail. According to the Pirke de
Rabbi Eliezer, Jonah saves his host fish from being devoured by the monster Leviathan. In return for this, the fish takes Jonah on an extensive
tour of the suboceanic world. In the Zohar, Jonah’s sojourn in the belly
of the fish and his subsequent ejection is understood as an allegory of
death and resurrection.”16 Whatever the Lord’s great fish was, Jonah’s
prayerful suffering in a place of darkness for three days and nights is a
clear parallel to Jesus’s prayerful suffering in Gethsemane, death, and
time in the spirit world.
Three days and three nights in darkness (the sign of Jonah). The book
of Jonah became important in the New Testament world when Jesus
spoke of “the sign of Jonah.” Matthew recorded that the scribes and
Pharisees tempted him for a sign, a proof, of his messiahship: “Master,
we would see a sign from thee.” Jesus responded, “An evil and adulterous generation seeketh after a sign; There shall no sign be given to it,
but the sign of the prophet Jonas: For as Jonas was three days and three
nights in the whale’s belly; so shall the Son of man be three days and
three nights in the heart of the earth. The men of Nineveh shall rise
in judgment with this generation, and shall condemn it: because they
repented at the preaching of Jonas; and, behold, a greater than Jonas
is here” (Matt. 12:39–41). Matthew reported a second, similar time that
Jesus referred to the sign of Jonah: “A wicked and adulterous generation
seeketh after a sign; and there shall no sign be given unto it, but the sign
of the prophet Jonas” (Matt. 16:4). Luke reports, “And when the people
were gathered thick together, he began to say, This is an evil generation:
they seek a sign; and there shall no sign be given it, but the sign of Jonas
the prophet. For as Jonas was a sign unto the Ninevites, so shall also the
Son of man be to this generation” (Luke 11:29–30).17 Jesus used Jonah’s
story as a representation of his own coming three days and three nights
in darkness and that he would rise again, just as Jonah had come forth
from the darkness of the great fish. He also used the story to tell certain
people that their failure to repent placed them in condemnation.18
LDS scholar Richard D. Draper expounds on this statement by Jesus.
The problem with the request [of the scribes and Pharisees] was that
it attempted to bypass faith. The Lord returned their insincere request
with a strong rebuke. . . . Because of their apostasy, they would not
accept any sign, and therefore the Lord was under no obligation to give
them one. Nonetheless, He did, albeit in the form of a riddle. Ironically, He gave them, if only they could have understood it, the ultimate
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2014

7

BYU Studies Quarterly, Vol. 53, Iss. 3 [2014], Art. 10

168 v BYU Studies Quarterly

sign, the one that would prove conclusively the validity of His claims—
namely, His death and subsequent resurrection. . . . The real importance
of this interchange is that it marks the first instance where the Lord
predicted His death and resurrection, if veiled, to the Pharisees.19

Some propose that the three days and three nights measure of time
is symbolic. Three is a number of reality or divinity and appears several
times in the book of Jonah.20 One scholar notes that a reasonable theory
for the three days and three nights motif is that a new moon is dark for
three nights; it disappears and then reemerges,21 so three nights is symbolic of death and revival.
Was Jesus’s body in the tomb exactly three days and three nights,
thus matching the prophecy “three days and three nights in the heart
of the earth”? Tradition and much modern scholarship suggest that the
Crucifixion occurred on a Friday, but many scholars believe evidence
points to a Wednesday or Thursday crucifixion instead.22 Any of these
days will suit the comparison to Jonah’s three days and three nights
because we cannot know for certain the method of reckoning of Jonah’s
time of suffering, let alone the exact amount of time Jesus was dead.
As I have pondered the timing of Jesus’s crucifixion and time his
body was in the tomb, I see a poetic beauty in considering that Jesus’s
night of suffering in Gethsemane might be counted as part of his prophesied “three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.” It was in
Gethsemane that Jesus began his descent into “the heart of the earth,” for
this is when the sins of humankind were swallowed up.23 This descent
included both the agony of Gethsemane and the Crucifixion, immediately followed by his ministry in the spirit world while his body lay in
the tomb. If the Crucifixion occurred on a Friday, including Thursday
night in the reckoning would make the time of suffering three nights as
well as three days.
Jonah and Jesus committed to divine callings during their sufferings.
While in “the belly of hell” (2:2), Jonah offered a prophetic prayer in
which he described some images that foreshadow Jesus’s suffering. Here
in this hellish darkness Jonah composed a psalm still today considered
a literary masterpiece (2:1–9). His prayer of affliction prophetically symbolized the Savior’s future suffering in Gethsemane and on Calvary:
“Then Jonah prayed unto the Lord his God out of the fish’s belly, And
said, I cried by reason of mine affliction unto the Lord, and he heard
me; out of the belly of hell cried I, and thou heardest my voice” (2:1–2).
Jonah covenanted to put God’s will before his own, saying, “But I will
sacrifice unto thee with the voice of thanksgiving; I will pay that that I
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol53/iss3/10
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have vowed. Salvation is of the Lord” (2:9). This description of Jonah’s
bleak and sorrowful state within the belly of hell where he accepted God’s
will is comparable to Jesus’s test in Gethsemane when he “fell on his face,
and prayed, saying, O my Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from
me: nevertheless not as I will, but as thou wilt” (Matt. 26:39). The Father,
hearing his Son, sent an angel to strengthen him (Luke 22:42–43).
Upon accepting his Father’s will over his own, Jesus partook of the
bitter cup. Luke describes, “And being in an agony he prayed more earnestly: and his sweat was as it were great drops of blood falling down to
the ground” (Luke 22:44). About his bitter cup of sacrificial agony the
Lord revealed, “Which suffering caused myself, even God, the greatest
of all, to tremble because of pain, and to bleed at every pore, and to suffer both body and spirit—and would that I might not drink the bitter
cup, and shrink—Nevertheless, glory be to the Father, and I partook
and finished my preparations unto the children of men” (D&C 19:18–19).
Being swallowed up in the heart of the seas. Jonah’s plea continues,
“For thou hadst cast me into the deep, in the midst of the seas; and the
floods compassed me about: all thy billows and thy waves passed over
me.” The phrase “midst of the seas” is in other Bible versions “heart of
the seas,” which is similar to Jesus’s phrase “heart of the earth,” referring
to the place of atoning for sins (Matt. 12:39–40). Micah 7:19 describes
this place: The Lord “will cast all their sins into the depths of the seas.”
This is where “men’s sins will be swallowed up out of sight.”24 Jesus fulfilled the swallowing up of all sins.
Being forsaken. Jonah mourned, “I am cast out of thy sight” (2:4).
This description of separation from his Lord Jehovah calls to mind the
words of Jesus while on the cross, when he cried out, “My God, my God,
why hast thou forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46; Mark 15:34).
Weeds and thorns. In his three days of torment, Jonah described that
“the weeds were wrapped about my head” (2:5). The weeds recognizably
foreshadow the crown of thorns placed on Jesus’s head as an instrument
of torture and mocking (Matt. 27:29, Mark 15:17; John 19:2).
My soul fainteth. Though according to the text Jonah is still alive
during his three nights and three days in the great fish’s belly of hell,
Jonah describes a deathlike experience, saying, “The waters compassed
me about, even to the soul: the depth closed me round about . . . [and]
my soul fainted within me” (2:5, 7).25 Jonah’s experience foretells Jesus’s
death by crucifixion. Luke recorded, “And when Jesus had cried with
a loud voice, he said, Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit: and
having said this, he gave up the ghost” (Luke 23:46).
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2014
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The holy temple. After feeling cast out of his Lord’s sight, Jonah said,
“Yet I will look again toward thy holy temple . . . [and] When my soul
fainted within me I remembered the Lord: and my prayer came in unto
thee, into thine holy temple” (2:4, 7). In his psalm, Jonah invokes the
temple. The temple played a role at the time of the Crucifixion: “the
veil of the temple was rent in twain from the top to the bottom” (Matt.
27:50–51; see also JST Matt. 27:54–55; Mark 15:37). During Israel’s annual
Day of Atonement rite, sacrificial lamb’s blood was taken through the
temple veil.26 With Jesus’s blood sacrifice completed, he fulfilled that
temple rite as he passed through the veil of mortality represented in the
rending of the veil.
“The earth was about me.” Jonah described his descent: “I went down to
the bottom [or roots] of the mountains; the earth with her bars was about
me for ever” (2:6). James D. Smart explains, “The Hebrews conceived of
the earth as floating upon the great deep of waters (Ps. 24:2). Therefore
one who was plunged to the very bottom of the deep would find himself
below the foundations of the mountains,” which was thought to be the
land of the dead or spirit world, “lying beneath the great deep.”27 This
image of Jonah’s visit to the land of the dead is a potent foreshadowing
of Jesus’s descent as a disembodied spirit into a world of spirits. Peter
described Jesus’s spirit world experience. “For Christ also hath once suffered for sins, the just for the unjust, that he might bring us to God, being
put to death in the flesh, but quickened by the Spirit: By which also he
went and preached unto the spirits in prison” (1 Pet. 3:18–20). This spirit
world ministry is described in a 1918 revelation to the Prophet Joseph F.
Smith as he pondered on the Apostle Peter’s words. “And as I wondered,
my eyes were opened, and my understanding quickened, and I perceived
that the Lord went not in person among the wicked and the disobedient
who had rejected the truth, to teach them; But behold, from among the
righteous, he organized his forces and appointed messengers, clothed
with power and authority, and commissioned them to go forth and carry
the light of the gospel to them that were in darkness, even to all the spirits
of men; and thus was the gospel preached to the dead” (D&C 138:29–30).
“Salvation is of the Lord.” At the end of Jonah’s prophetic prayer in
which he identified key events of Jesus’s atonement, he powerfully
declared that the Lord Jehovah is the ultimate Savior of humankind:
“Salvation is of the Lord” (2:9). These words of Jonah look to Jehovah’s
triumph over the grave and sin, bringing salvation to all people.
Deliverance from the great fish. After Jonah’s three nights and three
days in the great fish he was miraculously delivered: “The Lord spake
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unto the fish, and it vomited out Jonah upon the dry land” (2:10). This
coming forth alive on the third day is widely embraced as a type of Jesus,
who came forth from the sepulcher reunited with his body as a glorified
resurrected being to a state of divine perfection.
Resonances in Jonah’s Mission to Nineveh in Jonah 3:1–4:11
The gospel is for all nations. After Jonah was delivered, the Lord spoke
a second time to Jonah, “Arise, go unto Nineveh, that great city, and
preach unto it the preaching that I bid thee” (3:1–2). Not only was
Nineveh a Gentile city, it was the major city of Assyria, the great enemy
of Israel and Judah, and it represents the epitome of wickedness. Both
the Lord’s first and second calls to Jonah to go to Gentile Nineveh (1:1–2;
3:1–2) signify God’s universal love and concern over all nations. It was
to be Israel’s charge as the seed of Abraham to eventually be a blessing
to all the world’s nations (Acts 3:25). The import of this second call also
extends to Jesus’s restoration of the gospel to Joseph Smith.
The forty-day warning. “So Jonah arose, and went unto Nineveh,
according to the word of the Lord. Now Nineveh was an exceeding great
city of three days’ journey. And Jonah began to enter into the city a day’s
journey, and he cried, and said, Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be
overthrown” (3:3–4). Having arrived in Nineveh, Jonah used two numbers with symbolic meaning, three and forty. Archeologists have found
that ancient Nineveh was nowhere near “three days’ journey” in size,28
so the description is one more symbol of three (symbolic of perfection),
again pointing to Christ. The time allotted for Nineveh to repent was
forty days. Forty is symbolic of probation and testing and may represent
mortality as a time to prepare to meet Christ.29 Forty represents the
need to prepare for an unknown time in the future such as Jesus’s second coming. Jesus’s teachings are replete with warnings to prepare for
the kingdom of heaven without saying when that kingdom will come.
All people turn to God and peace reigns in the land, even among the
animals. “So the people of Nineveh believed God and proclaimed a
fast and put on sackcloth from the greatest of them even to the least of
them” (3:5). This account of total conversion of Nineveh is not verified
in ancient historical records,30 but it prefigures that millennial day when
“every ear shall hear [the fifth angel’s trump], and every knee shall bow
and every tongue shall confess . . . saying: fear God, and give glory to
him . . . for the hour of his judgment is come” (D&C 88:104; see also Isa.
45:23 and Philip. 2:10–11).
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Nineveh’s king (with no name given, representing all the world’s kings)
proclaimed a decree that every man, beast, and flock fast and “be covered
with sackcloth, and cry mightily unto God: yea, let them turn [both man
and beast] every one from his evil way, and from the violence that is in
their hands” (3:6–8). This image of Nineveh’s complete turning from evil
and from violence invites readers to look forward to the time when the
Lord “shall judge among the nations . . . and they shall beat their swords
into plow-shares, and their spears into pruning-hooks—nation shall not
lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more” (2 Ne.
12:4; Isa. 2:4) and the day when “the wolf also shall dwell with the lamb
and the leopard shall lie down with the kid; and the calf and the young
lion and the fatling together” (Isa. 11:6; see also 2 Ne. 30:12; D&C 101:26).
Looking from the east for the Lord’s judgment. At the conversion of
Nineveh, Jonah became angry and “went out of the city, and sat on the
east side of the city, and there made him a booth, and sat under it in the
shadow, till he might see what [judgment from God] would become
of the city” (4:5). Throughout the scriptures, east is the direction from
which God’s power comes. In this story, it represents the Lord’s coming
judgment from the east. “For as the light of the morning cometh out of
the east, and shineth even unto the west, and covereth the whole earth,
so shall also the coming of the Son of Man be” (JS Matt. 1:26; see also
Ezek. 43:2; Matt. 24:27).
The gourd. As Jonah watched for the Lord’s judgment from the east,
“the Lord God prepared a gourd, and made it to come up over Jonah,
that it might be a shadow over his head, to deliver him from his grief.
So Jonah was exceeding glad of the gourd. But God prepared a worm
when the morning rose the next day, and it smote the gourd that it withered. And it came to pass, when the sun did rise, that God prepared a
vehement east wind; and the sun beat upon the head of Jonah, that he
fainted, and wished in himself to die, and said, It is better for me to die
than to live” (4:6–8). With a vehement east wind and hot sun to again
humble Jonah, who was still angry over the short-lived, withered gourd,
the Lord asked, “Doest thou well to be angry for the gourd? And he said,
I do well to be angry, even unto death” (4:9). The Lord next asked his
most revealing question: “Then said the Lord, Thou hast had pity on
the gourd, for the which thou hast not labored, neither madest it grow;
which came up in a night, and perished in a night: And should not I
spare Nineveh, that great city [representative of all nations], wherein are
more than six score thousand persons that cannot discern between their
right hand and their left hand; and also much cattle?” (4:10–11).
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This abrupt ending with a sharp contrasting image between Jonah’s
cares and those of his Lord reveals the story’s main message. Jonah’s anger
and pity is spent solely on the withered gourd, whereas the Lord’s care is
for the eternal salvation of an entire population of Gentiles. Readers are
brought to clearly see the great humanity and universality of the Lord’s
divine love. All will eventually be judged, whether accountable or considered innocent (that is, unable to “discern between their right hand and
their left hand”). He is the Lord God, the great Jehovah, of both the Old
and New Testament, and as Jonah declared, the Savior of all the world.
The book of Jonah ends as it began, by revealing the Lord and Savior
of both the Old and New Testaments extending his universal love and
justice to the entire world.
Chiasmus in the Book of Jonah
Unifying these many elements in this prophetic account, the chiastic
structure of the book of Jonah suggests that it was intentionally composed to center on Jonah’s exclamation of salvation (2:4–6), the physical
midpoint as well as spiritual crux of this text. Others have seen chiastic
elements running throughout all or parts of the book of Jonah.31 The
following arrangement, as found by this author, ties the book together
as an integrated literary unit, contrary to the views of some others.32
A The Lord showed his universal love extended to Gentile nations
by calling Jonah to “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry
against it.” (1:1–2)
B	Jonah expressed his anger with the Lord’s mercy to Gentiles by
rising “up to flee . . . from the presence of the Lord.” (1:3)
		 C “The Lord sent out a great wind into the sea” in response
to Jonah’s angry flight over the Lord’s reaching out to call
Nineveh’s Gentiles to repent. (1:4)
			 D	As “the mariners were afraid, and cried every man unto
his god,” the shipmaster commanded that Jonah “arise,
call upon thy God, if so be that God will think upon us,
that we perish not.” (1:5–6)
				E	
Jonah yielded his life (1:14) to save the Gentile crew; they
feared God, offered a sacrifice, and made vows. “Jonah
was in the belly of the fish three days and three nights.”
(1:11–17)
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					 F	Jonah’s voice was heard: “Out of the belly of hell
cried I, and thou heardest my voice.” (2:2)
						 G	Jonah looked to the temple: “I am cast out of thy
sight; yet I will look again toward thy holy temple.”
(2:4)
							H	
Jonah despaired, “The waters compassed me
about, even to the soul: the depth closed . . . weeds
were wrapped about my head. I went down to
the bottoms of the mountains . . . the earth with
her bars was about me for ever.” (2:5–6)
							H	
Jonah saw salvation: “Yet hast thou brought up
my life from corruption, O Lord my God.” (2:6)
						 G	Jonah’s prayer ascended to the temple: “When my
soul fainted within me I remembered the Lord:
and my prayer came in unto thee, into thine holy
temple.” (2:7)
					 F	Jonah’s sacrificing voice offered thanks and vows:
“I will sacrifice unto thee with the voice of thanksgiving; I will pay that that I have vowed.” (2:7–9)
				E	
Jonah was miraculously delivered on the third day, “the
Lord spake unto the fish, and it vomited out Jonah upon
the dry land.” (2:10)
			 D	The king of Nineveh feared Jonah’s warning from God,
and he commanded his people to “cry mightily unto God
. . . that we perish not.” (3:1–9)
		 C	Jonah was angry, and “God prepared a vehement east wind;
and the sun beat upon the head of Jonah.” (4:1–8)
B	Jonah was lastly angry over the Lord’s withering of the gourd.
He said, “I do well to be angry, even unto death.” (4:9)
A The Lord taught Jonah that his merciful, universal love extended
to Gentile nations saying, “Should not I spare Nineveh, that great
city?” (4:11)
The structure of this composition is relatively self-evident, but it bears
an important explanatory message. Broadly speaking, the book is tripartite: (1) Jonah’s ill-fated attempt to avoid his first call to Nineveh, (2) his
covenantal acknowledgement in the belly of hell, and (3) his hard-learned
lesson in his attempt to fulfill his second call to Nineveh. Significantly,
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Jonah 4:1–2 describes Jonah’s motive for both his angry flight at the narrative’s beginning (1:3) and his unbecoming anger at the story’s end (4:1–
9), a cord that ties together the opening and closing sections. Jonah’s
last anger (4:1–9), over having seen the Lord spare Nineveh’s Gentiles
from destruction, is puzzling, however, since it follows Jonah’s humble
expression of obedience to God’s will which he offered in his prophetic
psalm-filled prayer (2:1–9, FGHHGF) and also his determined commitment to sacrifice and pay to God that which he had vowed or consecrated (2:9). Moreover, after Jonah’s extraordinary salvation from certain
death, he had obediently gone to Nineveh, as he was called the second
time to preach repentance there. But surprisingly, the people of Nineveh
responded immediately to Jonah’s brief warning (3:5), which induced
the Lord to spare all Nineveh’s Gentiles due to their newfound obedience to God (3:10). This dramatic result “displeased Jonah exceedingly,
and he was very angry” (4:1), all of which seems illogical and contradictory. But Jonah’s disclosure in 4:2 confesses to the Lord that the motive
for his anger at both the beginning and ending of this narrative was his
knowledge that God is “a gracious God, and merciful, slow to anger, and
of great kindness” (4:2), and therefore Jonah knew that God would not
destroy repentant Gentiles (whom Jonah, as an Israelite, detested regardless of their spiritual status). Though illogical, the book of Jonah’s chiastic
return to this theme of anger allows the story to end as it began, at both
points with images to symbolize God’s universal love. By starting with
the Lord’s call of Jonah to Gentile Nineveh, then ending by having him
spare all Nineveh, the book of Jonah illustrates the universality of Jehovah’s love among all the nations of the world. Within this repeated beginning and ending message, a merciful prophecy unfolds of Jesus’s atoning
sacrifice and eternal mission for mankind’s salvation.
Summary
Through symbolic imagery, the book of Jonah foreshadows Jesus Christ’s
atonement and his plan for early Christian and latter-day Apostles to
oversee the seed of Abraham in carrying out their prophesied missionary charge. Moses and Luke recorded the prophecy that “in thee [Abraham’s seed] shall all families of the earth be blessed” (Gen. 12:1–3; see
also Acts 3:25).
Are all these parallels between the book of Jonah and the life of Christ
equally significant? No type or symbol is a perfect match for what it
represents. Yet I see the whole of the book as prophetic. In images from
Jonah’s storm-tossed sea experiences to those in his prophetic prayer of
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affliction while in the Lord’s great fish (belly of hell), the book contains a
prophecy of Jesus’s future ministry. These Jonah images portray and prefigure Jesus’s prayerful agony as he accepted his bitter cup of suffering
in Gethsemane, his being lifted up, and his feeling forsaken on Calvary.
These were followed by the images of his death and spirit-world ministry. In Jonah’s miraculous third-day deliverance from the Lord’s great
fish, readers can easily visualize the unmistakable image of Jesus’s rising from the dead with his third-day resurrection. Jesus himself called
attention to this likeness when he referred to it as the sign of Jonah. The
just as miraculous missionary image of Nineveh’s total conversion and
era of peace among men and beasts in that worldly city provides images
that symbolize the Lord’s second coming as the world’s Savior and Judge.
Jonah’s declaration of the Lord Jehovah as the world’s Savior is similar to declarations of prophets throughout the scriptures, as proclaimed
three times in Peter’s words to the Jews on the day of Pentecost: “Those
things, which God before had shewed by the mouth of all his prophets,
that Christ should suffer, he hath so fulfilled” (Acts 3:18; see also 3:21, 24).
Moses sang, “The Lord is my strength and song, and he is become my
salvation” (Ex. 15:2). Isaiah promised, “Trust ye in the Lord forever: for in
the Lord Jehovah is everlasting strength” (Isa. 26:4). In his reply to Jesus’s
question as to who he was, the Apostle Peter, the son of Jonah (Matt. 16:17),
declared, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:15–16).
One purpose of the book of Jonah is to preserve an elaborate declaration
and coded testimony of who this Messiah is.
Now in fulfillment of Jonah’s prophetic missionary calling and of
Jesus’s commission to teach all nations, tens of thousands of the descendants of Abraham (Israel) by birth or adoption are, in these latter days,
reaching out with their missionary callings to every nation, kindred,
tongue, and people. They declare, as did the prophetic book of Jonah,
“Salvation is of the Lord” (2:9), as they invite all to come unto Jesus the
Christ, the Savior of the world.

David Randall Scott received his BA and MS degrees from Brigham Young
University in sociology, psychology, counseling, and guidance, along with completing numerous graduate level-courses in scripture studies. Earlier, he served
four years as a neuropsychiatric specialist with the United States Air Force,
followed by an LDS mission in the Eastern States. In 1960, he began his thirtyone-year career with the Church Educational System of The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints as a high school seminary instructor. Presently, he
and his wife, Rayna, are in their sixth year of service as transition counselors
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